On Tuesday, September 5th, SPS (that is, the Society of Physics Students) had their first meeting of the new school year. There we discussed some of the activities that we will be sponsoring or participating in this year: ROFUs (Research Experience for Undergraduates), continuing the "Physics is Phun" outreach program, paintball, rocket launches, physics GRE review sessions, and more. These announcements were accompanied by free pizza (which is available at all SPS Meetings), and followed by a celebration of ice cream, physics-style: prepared with cream, vanilla, and liquid nitrogen.
The turn out was great, about 30 fabulous physics folks showed up. The next SPS meeting was held on Monday September 25th where Dr. Hill and Dr. Meisel presented information about their research, specifically geared towards undergraduates. These ROFUs not only give students an opportunity for research experience, they also keep students up-todate on research being done by faculty in our department. Everyone interested is encouraged to attend.
This semester there are also many outreach opportunities available. In previous years we have visited elementary, middle, and high schools in the local area armed with equipment that enabled physics demonstration in an exciting way. Formal physics coursework is often not available to students until the end of high school, and these shows help pique the interests of students about the subject at an earlier age. S: I think the best thing is to start early: as an undergrad, start to do research. This will greatly increase your chances of getting something respectable published. For example, a student was working for me last semester doing research, and it turned out that his results were quite novel, so he got to publish a nice piece on it. Also, starting to do research early can lead to some great papers later on, even if the research you initially start doing doesn't give extraordinary results. At least you'll have the experience under your belt. First, those shows now appear on Animal Planet. But more importantly, the Discovery Channel now has a show that almost everybody knows the name of: MythBusters.
For those unfamiliar with the show, two, ex, special effects professionals (Jamie and Adam) go into the business of finding and testing myths and urban legends. After testing the famous Archimedes Death Ray, they picked up a second crew (Kari, Tory, and Grant).
Along with their unfortunate test dummy named Buster, they have tested hundreds of myths, such as the JATO car, the personal jetpack, and the exploding toilet.
However, with this fame has come a certain amount of criticism. There are many who feel that the methods on MythBusters are unscientific. To a certain degree, these critics are correct. The MythBusters often base their determination upon a single trial run.
With some of their myths this is sufficient (such as myths claiming to be common occurrences).
However, many of the myths are 'busted' simply because Adam and Jamie don't manage to recreate them, or because of some factors that have been ignored by the experiment.
Nevertheless, MythBusters has done a terrific job as a show on Discovery Channel.
It has sparked interest in the scientific method, and has gotten many people to start thinking critically about myths that people take for granted.
As pure science, MythBusters is busted, but as entertaining and educational television, it passes. b y J o n a t h a n Y o u n g b y L a r r y C a m a r o t a BOOK REVIEW Given the abundance of Feynman biographies, one may think that another one would be unnecessary. Yet James Gleick's addition to the already overflowing collection of Feynman books offers a unique and insightful look into the life of one the most colorful characters in scientific history.
Nominated for a National Book Award, Genius: The Life and Science of Richard Feynman is a worthy read that is capable of inspiring those who aim for a career in science. A defining characteristic of Gleick's work is the manner in which Feynman's life is seen through the eyes of those who were closest to him and knew him well. The book is filled with an abundance of anecdotes from such eminent physicists as Freeman Dyson, Murray GellMann, Julian Schwinger and others.
Furthermore, Gleick, who is also the author of Chaos: The Making of a New Science, showcases his uncanny ability to vividly portray scientific people and dramatize breakthroughs in physics. This is no small task, as any attempt to explain the intricate work of Feynman and his colleagues' risks becoming an overly technical treatise on modern physics. Though Gleick does his best not to skimp on the details of the physics, his book still makes for a fairly smooth read.
Gleick follows Feynman from his humble beginnings at Far Rockaway to his accomplishments at MIT as an undergraduate. The reader is then immersed in Feynman's progress through graduate school at Princeton and his subsequent activities at Los Alamos as part of the Manhattan Project. Finally, the career of Feynman at Cornell and Caltech spans the remainder of the biography. The book is rich in both depth and breadth, with a substantial number of pages dedicated to Feynman's personal life. Thus, at the conclusion of the book, not only does Feynman the physicist stand out, but Feynman as a person is also brought to the forefront. This is especially evident during the chronicle of his life with his first wife, Arline Greenbaum.
Among the many interesting portions of the book are Gleick's brief forays into the concept or notion of genius. For, example, he touches on several of the common theories about whether genius is made or born and includes discussion on other personalities who are most plainly and universally associated with the word genius. Yet in these sections of the book, Gleick somehow leaves the reader yearning for more. There are not many original thoughts on the subject of genius that Gleick offers at length. Another slight drawback to the book is the complete absence of mathematical equations. While Gleick attempted to gear the biography towards the layman, he walks a fine line by also refusing to gloss over many of the details of Feynman's work in physics. As a result, some portions of the book are wrapped up in a seemingly unending torrent of metaphors that ultimately do not convey much. Despite these shortcomings in the biography, Genius: The Life and Science of Richard Feynman, offers a commendable introduction to those who never knew Feynman personally. 
N S F G RADUATE RESEARCH FELLOWSHIP PROGRAM (GRFP)
The NSF Graduate Research Fellowship should be no stranger to any undergrad in his or her final year. It is among the most important fellowships available for prospective graduate students.
It provides $10,500 yearly towards education costs, $30,000 yearly in stipend for 3 years in addition to a one time $1000 travel grant. Unparalleled in financial award and prestige it takes a lot of work on your part to apply. Below is a compilation of advice received from former recipients, non-recipients, as well as panelists and the NSF itself. Also find a brief overview of criteria.
If you're a US Citizen, National or Resident Alien and have completed no more than 12 months of fulltime graduate study, you are eligible to apply to the fellowship*. You are required to submit your personal profile, education and work experience, planned graduate program, personal statement, previous research experience, proposed plan of research, and a minimum of 3 references. This mouthful has translated to 40 hours of average minimum work per successful application in the past. There are 5 essays in the criteria mentioned above, all of which require careful consideration. Deadline for your application for Physics is November 13th, and all other fields' deadlines are earlier in November (references are due by 5 pm December 1st).
To start off, read every word of the fellowship information available on the NSF website (http://www. nsf.gov/pubs/2006/nsf06592/ nsf06592.htm).
If anything is unclear, especially eligibility and other requirements, contact NSF to make certain and follow their directions to the T.
References will take the most time (not for you, but for the professors who will write them). Choose your professors wisely and well ahead of time (~1.5 months in advance); they are very important to your application.
For general advice on asking for letters, read the Undergraduate Advising Newsletter sent out via email by Dr. Hershfield (if you email upnews, we will send it to you as well).
In addition to suggested provisions in this General Pointers 1.) From your application, panelists will judge your Intellectual Merit as well as the Broader Impacts you propose. These you will address through your 5 essays and ref.
letters. Do not shy on the Broader Impacts criterion as it is crucial. 2.) Previous research experience should show your research ability, regardless of successes or failures. 3.) Your proposal and research ability will be the strongest part of your application. 4.) Use a strong active voice. Say "I will," instead of "I hope to." in your plans. 5.) Be SPECIFIC! Cut out riff-raff. It's the best way to be taken seriously. 6.) NSF wants to see that you'll take up leadership roles in your field, so you must address leadership and outreach in any of your 5 essays! 7.) Mention any tutoring or volunteering you've done. 8.) They want to see how you're working to improve your field. One successful application mentioned a student formed thesis review group which worked to eliminate general difficulties in thesis writing. 9.) Finally, REIVEW! REVIEW! REVIEW! Remember your audience: you may get an economy professor reading your proposal, so it should be understandable yet contain sufficient technical detail.
Have friends, professors, and people within and outside your field review your essays and proposal during various stages of your writing (but don't forget to be considerate to b y A m r u t a J . D e s h p a n d e APPLYING TO THE them). Eliminate grammatical and spelling errors. -Seize the reader's attention with your first sentence. Panelists are reading applications for 2 days straight so make yours stand out and ask someone not interested in your field if they find your essays boring. Twenty of the forty hours will go in reviewing, rewriting and polishing.
This column is only a general preview of all you'll consider in applying to the NSF fellowship. Everything mentioned above is important, yet it is not the entire set. You'll find more advice at the following website (and others when you google "NSF GRFP"!): http://socrates.berkeley. edu/~gamble/nsfadvice.pdf#search =%22NSF%20GRFP%22 (This one is particularly helpful) *more specific details at http://www.nsf. gov/pubs/2006/nsf06592/nsf06592. Additional References: Application Guide: https://www.fastlane. nsf.gov/grfp/html/GRFP_Applicant_User_ Guide.pdf NSF Application: http://www.nsf.gov/ pubs/2006/nsf06592/nsf06592.htm
